Spencer and Emile Durkheim, Wharton found theories to explain social phenomena and her own ambiguous response to her social role. Understanding these influences on Wharton's intellectual development clarifies many of the troubling ambiguities critics continue to see in Wharton's fiction, as does analyzing her use of narrative, for the two are closely intertwined.
In a sense, Wharton's novels are empirical studies of the workings of society, presented through contrasting angles of vision-"reflecting consciousnesses"-that amalgamate to form comprehensive, and unsentimental, sociological assessments. In The House of Mirth, turn-of-thecentury New York modifies as Lily Bart moves downward, but the community always is presented as an unthinking, powerful adversary perpetuating specific standards of behavior. And like all of Wharton's protagonists, Lily is an active, albeit somewhat disconnected, participant: her expedient actions reveal her commitment to common values. At the same time, Lily has a latent personal quality that is stimulated when another uncommitted participant, Lawrence Selden, exerts sufficient influence to provide a compelling alternative. The interplay between Lily, Selden, and society at large creates the "reflecting angles of vision"; the nucleus of the novel is formed by Lily's struggle to reconcile her spiritual needs as they are embodied by Selden, with her material and social needs as they are embodied by the group.
The drama created by this interplay is based in part on Wharton's understanding of sociological theory, but she adds another dimension by evaluating the philosophical tools available to Lily within this social framework. And as becomes apparent, the moral directives are of little use, thereby revealing that society at large does not follow its supposed ethical norms; ultimately, Wharton undermines the assumption that positive moral values provide the foundation of civilized society. Hence, Wharton's subject is morality, although she tackles it in a way critics have not yet addressed.
Part of the reason for this lapse is that critics apply their own ideological or moral expectations to Wharton, and in ways not always appropriate. Moreover, many critical assumptions have unjustifiably withstood the test of time to provide unquestioned givens; critics even become the defenders of those moral assumptions which she evaluates so unsentimentally. But Wharton clearly sees the limitations for the individual who accepts the conventional beliefs of the human community, especially in relation to the struggle for personal fulfillment. She uses narrative structure to show how the parts fit into the whole, undecorated either with platitudes or with simple solutions. Because Wharton's purpose is to evaluate the underlying ethical and social framework of American society, she creates in Lily Bart a character on the brink of a crucial choice. Lily's intelligence and social acumen are recognized by a society appreciative of good breeding and wit, but such qualities are less important than economic power and social viability, which she lacks. She maintains her somewhat precarious position by trading social obligations for material comforts, a role she perpetuates by capitalizing on her physical attributes: "If I were shabby no one would have me; a woman is asked out as much for her clothes as for herself. . . . Who wants a dingy woman?"4 She understands her value, and she knows how to sell it at the highest possible price. As an aging ingenue, however, she needs more security: "The certainty that she could marry Percy Gryce when she pleased had lifted a heavy load from her mind . . ." (p. 770). She commits herself to a marriage of convenience because that is the expedient choice, and one that fulfills her social and economic needs.
At the same time, Lily has an attraction to the romantic, embodied in Lawrence Selden, who provides an ethical perspective on Lily's expedient decision. Selden offers Lily a more compelling alternative by defining success as personal freedom, freedom "from money, from poverty, from ease and anxiety, from all the material accidents. To keep a kind of republic of the spirit" (p. 105). Typically male, Selden finds Lily "diverting" (p. 5), "exquisite" (p. 7) but, untypically, he questions her value: "was it not possible that the material was fine, but that circumstances had fashioned it into a futile shape?" (p. The commitment to exchange revealed by Mrs. Trenor is echoed constantly, and provides a guideline for addressing the constantly shifting power struggles and loyalties, as Wai-Chee Demock has recently pointed out.6 And, as is apparent, this framework is a viable one; the shared, commonly accepted values relate to survival and, most importantly, to the achievement and maintenance of power. Moreover, this society seems to exist quite comfortably without an ethical standard and, in fact, seems quite oblivious to its lack. In Spencerian terms, however, this is not contradictory: "Rude superstitions initiate elaborate mythologies, theologies, cosmogonies. Opinions getting embodied in creeds, gets [sic] embodied, too, in accepted codes of ceremony and conduct, and in established social sentiment."7 In sociological terms, any "superstitions" or "opinions" can provide a viable code of conduct, so long as these beliefs stem from commonly held assumptions and provide an identifiable standard to follow. Wharton creates a world without moral positives because she sees in America a society without moral positives, a society lacking the kind of ethical foundation that would give meaning to Lily's struggle. In this sense, she brings a modernist perspective to her fiction. More from Durkheim:
We cannot at one and the same time develop ourselves in two opposite senses. If we have a lively desire to think and act for ourselves, we cannot be strongly inclined to think and act as others do. ... Moreover, at the moment when this solidarity exercises its force, our personality vanishes . . . for we are no longer ourselves, but the collective life.l9 Despite Lily's spiritual disconnection from New York society, as a member of that society, she is incapable of significantly modifying her behavior. In this way, Lily's tragedy is individuated, but her evolution also provides the vehicle for a sociological assessment of a society lacking in moral foundation, one that, by its very nature, is incapable of moral growth.
Wharton's ideological perspective suggests that she is less connected with the "Great Tradition" in literature than she is connected with the modern French tradition leading to structuralism. In the evolution of character, she conducts an empirical assessment of the "whole" by applying Durkheim's principles; like the moderns, Wharton perceives society as devoid of values and dedicated to self-gratification. And like the moderns, Sartre for instance, Wharton perceives choice as the only avenue to selfhood, although, paradoxically, choice also leads, as in Lily Bart's case, to self-destruction. By using "reflecting angles of vision," Wharton creates a text, like society, lacking a moral center. And, as in society, the implications in the text ultimately must speak for themselves. That critics have for so long misunderstood Wharton illustrates how narrow the critical boundaries can become when writers fail to fulfill reader expectations or to conform with conventional techniques.
